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THE FESTIVAL IS A THEATRICAL EVENT 
 
Jacqueline Martin, Georgia Seffrin, Rod Wissler 
 
 
Are contemporary festivals an empty spectacle? George Steiner for one suggested in a 
1996 address that closing down of the Edinburgh Festival would be ‘rare but vivid 
mark of honesty within excellence’. The contemporary world no longer had a need for 
festivals as symbols of ‘the credo of a community or the aspirations of a political 
regime,’ he argued.1 This critique of the festival as a ‘meaning-free zone’ seems to be 
linked with a kind of revulsion at the range of excesses often associated with the 
phenomenon of festival in the contemporary industrialized world, and the argument 
goes that these excesses tend to obscure and in fact diminish the ‘original purpose’ of 
festivals as we have understood it via various anthropological and sociological 
discourses. 
 
     Having observed a series of festivals of the high art and the ‘boutique’ variety in 
the city of Brisbane, Australia over the past eight years, we have come to the 
conclusion that there are other productive readings which help us to account for the 
evident proliferation of the phenomenon. These festivals have made an increasing 
contribution to what one might refer to as a sense of communitas in the city; and it is 
in this issue that the identification of the ‘festival as theatrical event’ finds resonance.  
 
     Visual excess is perhaps only the most obvious of these festivalesque 
transgressions. Indeed, for many commentators and theorists, following Debord's 
categorization of spectacle as ‘the moment when the commodity has attained the total 
occupation of social life’2 the festival can be seen as the essence of a crass 
commercialism - the triumph of representation over substance. It is certainly true that 
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the contemporary festival is as much framed by economic concerns as it is by 
aesthetic questions and aspirations; but to what extent are representations of the 
festival like those of Steiner accurate or illuminating? Doesn’t he misjudge the 
complex communal and political dynamics at play in the festival; and are not an 
emphasis on the spectacle associated with festivals an equally superficial approach?  
 
     This chapter will provide a contrary conceptualization of the festival as theatrical 
event, which is marked by particular characteristics of authorship, performativity, 
spatial and temporal dynamics, and performance-audience relationships. Of course 
these are not the only characteristics of the theatrical event, as is clearly evident from 
the work of other contributors to this book - however our suggestion is that these 
elements are at the heart of what ‘defines’ the theatrical event.  
 
The Theatrical Event – from Street Parade to Post-modern Festival  
 
Brisbane is a sub-tropical city with a population a little larger than Munich’s in a 
geographic location the size of London, capital city of Australia’s third largest state, 
and possessed of a respectable state-funded performing arts infrastructure of theatre 
venues, subsidized professional theatre companies and a lively fringe. Regarded until 
recently as something of a country cousin by its larger counterparts Sydney and 
Melbourne, Brisbane has thus exhibited strains of a double colonial psychosis. Not 
quite the Australian outback, Brisbane nevertheless still figures as ‘the bush’ to the 
Sydney/Melbourne ‘city’ imaginary; but usefully is a small enough city to serve as a 
case study in which patterns of communal life as they relate to the ‘theatrical event’ 
are visible. 
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     It has enviable weather patterns that encourage outdoors pursuits rather than 
hardtop arts; but in a way not unconnected with these climatic effects, the drama of 
the city has, ironically, experienced significant development over the past twenty 
years under the influence of large scale special events such as the Commonwealth 
Games (sporting focus) in 1982 and the International Expo (trade focus) in 1988 and 
their associated performing arts festival programs. As well, since 1993, Brisbane’s 
state-funded Art Gallery has hosted what is regarded as Australia’s premier Visual 
Arts event, the Asia-Pacific Triennial. Each of these carnivals of high culture has left 
traces of the imported in the theatrical life of the city – and at the same time 
consolidated a style of theatrical celebration which acknowledges the ‘home-grown’. 
 
     Much of the enhancement of this sense of civic identity has been centred on, and 
has emanated from, an imposing riverside cultural centre and in particular its theatre 
arts component, and manager of the multiple theatre venues, the Queensland 
Performing Arts Trust (QPAT), which has become, depending on one’s viewpoint, 
either the seedbed for important new theatrical life in the city or an imposing 
monolith, greedy of state-funding and through its populist programming, a force for 
the restraining of popular taste. 
 
     What is of particular relevance about this organisation as far as our examination of 
the meaning of ‘the theatrical event’ in contemporary society is concerned are two 
factors. Firstly, QPAT’s heavy commitment to festival programming, including both 
major events like the Brisbane Festival (which is taking its place in the Australian arts 
landscape alongside more established extravaganzas in Adelaide, Perth, Sydney and 
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Melbourne) and more focussed ‘boutique’ festivals; and secondly (and perhaps 
consequently), the significance that the idea of festival has assumed in the 
understanding of the theatrical event shown by the city’s artists and audiences alike. 
The official opening of the Performing Arts Complex in 1985 was in many ways a 
festival event in itself. Indeed, one of its significant elements was a Youth Festival, 
which while it was a one-off event, demonstrated QPAT’s entrepreneurial flair and 
capacity to meet its statutory obligation to educate in performing arts and promote the 
performing arts to future audiences, through the staging of high impact multi-arts 
festival offerings with broad community outreach imperatives. 
 
     There is of course an earlier history to public celebration in this city. There is the 
enduring Anzac Day March which recalls Australia’s ‘coming of age’ in a bloody 
World War One defeat in the Dardanelles – there is the participation in national days 
such as Australia Day and Melbourne Cup Day – which is probably Australia’s major 
national event, celebrating as it does a well-endowed horse race.  
 
     In addition, Brisbane’s Spring Festival ‘Warana’ was established in 1961, as part 
of a nation-wide development of popular festivities driven by the post-war and fifties 
mood of optimism and economic well-being. Alongside Melbourne’s Moomba, and 
Sydney’s Waratah, the Warana festival was parochial in intent and jovial in outcome. 
It is important to note certain factors, which were involved in launching Warana, 
because they highlight facets of relevance to our speculations about the festival as 
theatrical event. It was a public meeting, initiated by the Tourist Bureau and called by 
the State Minister for Labour Industry and Tourism, which moved that a festival be 
initiated in the city of Brisbane. Patterned on Moomba, it was to be launched in 
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October 1962. A study of weather records argued for a September date before the 
summer rains were to hit. The local press made their commitment through running a 
contest for the best name for the festival. The one hundred pound prize was won for 
‘Warana’, which was thought to be the aboriginal word for blue skies. The State 
Government put up one thousand pounds to get the festival started. The first executive 
committee was community based and initially totally voluntary. Later, Brisbane City 
Council and the State Department of Education co-funded an administrator’s position. 
This secretary worked with a board and committees who each did their own fund 
raising. The patterns of community, media and government involvement, the naming 
of the event, the concern for weather conditions are all as relevant nearly forty years 
down the track in the city’s sense of the theatrical event. 
 
     With a theme of entertainment for the people by the people, Warana featured craft 
activity and popular entertainment – everything from Miss Queensland judging to 
balls and sporting events. At this time before home-grown professional theatre 
activity and cultural centres were called into life by Government subsidy in the late 
sixties, Warana’s artistic aspirations were reached for its first decade with the floats in 
the street parade (decorated by community organizations and sponsored by local 
business houses), the music of neighbourhood brass bands, marching girls, clowns 
who would break out of the parade to engage in by-play with the children and older 
citizens who lined the streets of the city centre and the exhibition of locally generated 
visual artworks in ad-hoc pavilions in the City Botanic Gardens.  
 
     All in all it was a celebration strongly based in the community and with important 
strands of community spirit, a good natured imitation of those great street carnivals 
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like Rio, which may have lived in the imagination of the organisers but whose 
exoticism was probably felt more as a threat by a largely xenophobic populace yet to 
accommodate much about our geographical neighbourhood, and still strongly tied to 
the European source cultures. 
 
     One of the outcomes of these ties was a ‘cultural cringe’, which continued in the 
fifties and early sixties to make it difficult for us to believe in the artistic products of 
our local culture. This cringe produced a series of initiatives in the ‘high arts’ 
including the introduction of Arts Festivals on the European model – Perth in 1953 
and the most renowned, the Adelaide Festival, in 1960, which had the Edinburgh 
Festival as its model. Thus while Brisbane was enjoying Warana, Adelaide, which 
later became known as ‘the Athens of the South’ in further adulation of our European 
cultural progenitors, had begun the importation of high culture, which would become 
the flashpoint of artistic debate in the country for the next thirty years. Brisbane 
followed suit with the addition of the Queensland Festival of the Arts in 1975, but the 
subsequent attempts of two community-based boards of management to work together 
towards an integration of Warana and the Arts Festival foundered on the differing 
ideologies of celebration and the arts. Warana continued as it had been, and the city’s 
professional arts activity grew through company structures for theatre and dance. 
Tensions continued to grow in the psyche of the city between the high arts and 
popular culture and these developments in Brisbane can be seen as paradigmatic for 
the remainder of Australia. 
 
     Over the past thirty years, festivals have become an ever more important part of 
Australian society. The major capital city festivals are only one facet of a much bigger 
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phenomenon: there were over 1300 festivals with an arts component happening 
regularly throughout Australia in 1996. In summary: 
• ‘ Paid attendances at arts festivals held in 1993-94 totalled 2.2 million 
• . In 1993-94 arts festivals provided 32,000 paid engagements for Australian 
artists. 
. The 152 arts festivals in this (Australia Council) survey had a combined operating 
expenditure   in 1993-94 of $58.3 million’. 3  
 
     Thus, arts festivals are not only a major component of Australia's cultural 
development, but also (through the multiplier effects of the expenditures indicated 
above) quite significant in the nation's economic well-being. However, research about 
Australia's Festival Culture has been scarce: ‘the last ten years or so have seen the 
establishment of several new important arts festivals in Australia. As well, anecdotal 
evidence suggests that the number of cultural festivals of all kinds is growing. Until 
now however, only guesses could be made about their numbers and about the 
contribution festivals make to the cultural industry, to the employment of artists and 
to community access and participation in the arts’.4 
 
     It is mostly public sector or non-profit organizations, with an array of different 
statutory frameworks and responsibilities that are involved in the shaping of festival 
events in Australia. They use a variety of artistic and management models to produce 
an artistic vision and then to implement the creative planning and execution to the 
point of connection with audiences/consumers. Most of these models involve the 
establishment on limited term contracts of specific teams of artistic planners, artists, 
technicians and marketers to mount a particular festival and then to disband. 
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However, one of the most successful of the festival models seems to be quite different 
from that approach and it is this model, which is employed by QPAT. 
 
     The QPAT approach blends artistic vision development with creative planning via 
ongoing management infrastructure. The fulltime staff swing into festival mode at a 
certain point in the lead-up and then after the event they return to regular tasks of 
programming, producing and marketing one-offs. While this approach is not without 
its difficulties, precedents and, indeed, detractors, (both for the festival outcome and 
for the organization itself), it nevertheless produces efficiencies in terms of resources, 
and can add momentum to the development of artistic vision, particularly in 
connection with commissioning practices, long-term product development and the 
touring/on-selling which generates shelf life for new work. These management 
processes are themselves of great interest in terms of how the ‘eventness’ of the 
festival is contained within a larger framework of the ongoing cultural life of the city 
– the patterns which begin to emerge in terms of board memberships, political 
involvement, personnel overlaps, policy and artistic vision developments, and 
community response are complex and not uncontroversial, but they are paradigmatic 
for Australian cultural development. Through the incorporation of these processes in 
our understanding of the ‘Ereignis’ of festival rather than seeing it as ‘Erzeugnis’, we 
can begin to see that the festival is itself a staging of the city’s own drama. 
 
     In 1999, the Federal Government’s Nugent Report on the Major Performing Arts 
companies has identified the major public purse, and corporate sponsorship 
investments in, and the communal taste for, festival fare as sources of  real challenge 
to the very existence of a number of these major theatre, dance and music companies. 
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What underlies this dynamic, is the challenge that the festival presents to the aesthetic 
norms of such companies – including the festival’s  re-writing of the rulebook about 
what constitutes a theatrical event, and its capacity to mainstream those changed rules. 
 
     These changes are both related to and different from the  traditional role of 
festivals. Bristol, identifies the Social Function of Festivity as  ‘the reinforcement of 
social order...those who are oppressed by social discipline are allowed to release their 
accumulated resentment at regular intervals so that they may then be reincorporated 
within the repressive regime.5  Burke, indicates that ‘Carnival may be seen as a huge 
play in which the main streets and squares become stages, the city becomes a theatre 
without walls and the inhabitants, the actors and spectators, observing the scene from 
their balconies’.6 In these and other works, festivals are seen as having a complex set 
of functions within communities, and as being complex events to initiate, plan and 
execute if they are to fulfil even some of those functions. These aspects of festival are 
dealt with in more detail below. 
 
     In certain crucial ways, the festival can be viewed as ‘the theatrical event’ par 
excellence at the turn of the millennium (with all that that concept implies in terms of 
celebration, optimism and anxiety), and while this essay draws on a case study of a 
particular festival with a particular audience within a particular city, its parallels can 
be recognised in many other locations in the global village. Where communities are 
struggling with self concept, grappling with the forces of mediatized globalisation, 
attempting to maintain a sense of local place and ceremony, and where theatre artists 
are working to engage new young audiences so that theatre might not end up as an 
anachronistic art form. 
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     Following its festivalesque opening celebrations in 1985, the Queensland 
Performing Arts Trust (QPAT) extended its promulgation of festival culture in the 
city through its central role in the six month long performance festival ‘World Expo 
on Stage’ (1988) held at the three venues controlled by QPAT at the South Bank 
Complex in Brisbane. QPAT then went on to successfully launch in 1992 the biennial 
‘Out of the Box Festival’ (for 3-8 year olds  - at that time, this festival was unique in 
the world). Striking features of this first QPAT foray into full-scale festival 
management were the use of QPAT’s multiple indoors theatres and the outdoors civic 
spaces of its riverside location, the large amount of new commissioned work, the 
opportunities and employment afforded local (home-grown) artists, and the 
outstanding audience attendance statistics, as well as the fact that fulltime QPAT staff 
were integrated into the planning and implementation team. 
 
     QPAT went on to stage the inaugural ‘Brisbane Festival’ in 1996, which echoes 
the capital city arts festivals in intent, but includes a ‘Fringe’ referred to as the 
Community program and more latterly as the Public program. (The nomenclature 
highlights continuing internal debates of some moment around many of the themes 
outlined above.) Then, in September, 1997, QPAT launched ‘Stage X’, a festival for 
young people 15 - 25. September 1998 saw the QPAT-managed second ‘Brisbane 
Festival’ mounted in tandem with the fourth ‘Out of the Box’; and the next Brisbane 
Festival  follows in 2000.  Both Stage X and Out of the Box can be viewed as 
‘boutique’ festivals in the specificity of the programming and audience. 
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     Through the same chronological period, there have been other Festival 
developments in Brisbane - all involving QPAT to some extent - the 1995 demise of 
the populist street-parade based Warana Festival, the establishment of the Brisbane 
Biennial International Festival of Music in 1993 , and the increasing dominance of 
QPAT within the Queensland Festival scene since the 1992 inauguration of Out of the 
Box.  The demise of the decidedly high art Brisbane Biennial Music Festival followed 
in 1997. Additional factors emerged with political change in Queensland, and the re-
instating of the Biennial Music Festival, albeit with a strong regional focus, and a 
broader programming policy in 1999.  More recently the City Council has begun 
sponsoring the River Festival which seems like a rebadged Warana with wet feet, and 
there are other regional events including the Woodford Folk Festival, the Mountains 
to Mangroves Festival, the Festival of Beer, the Byron Bay Festival all of which 
impact on the citizenry of Brisbane and its sense of theatre. In order to comment upon 
the contemporary festival practice, however, it is useful to review the manner in 
which ‘festival’ has been historically contextualized. 
 
The Tradition of Festival 
 
The word festival is derived from the Latin ‘festum’, meaning to feast, and originally 
defined a day or special time of rejoicing or feasting, often in memory of some great 
happening. However, the festival tradition demonstrates another trait: that of 
subversion, and at various historical moments subversion has become the celebration.  
The history of the festival demonstrates most effectively that fraught marriage 
between art and state - (that term being employed to imply whatever structure wields 
power at a particular historical moment be it Emperor, Church, Monarch, elected 
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representatives): When the subversive nature of the festival is repressed, the aesthetic 
renderings are often spectacular, but propagandist in aim and empty in spirit.  
However, when the festival is rebellious, it embodies the liberation of self-expression 
for the populace. It is worth considering certain key epochs in which this duality of 
celebration and subversion has been played out. 
  
     The festivals of classical Greece are typically cited as the nascence of the Western 
theatre tradition. The Dionysian Festivals of Athens in 5thBC for example comprised 
four separate celebrations that were held in honour of this maverick God of fertility 
and wine. Held each year at the end of March, these were both civic and religious 
celebrations, open to the entire Greek population, serving as a showcase for Athenian 
wealth and culture.  But during the most extreme of the festivals, the City Dionysia, 
public displays of sexual and alcoholic frenzy were commonplace as was the 
lambasting of public figures.  The sense of order was completely overthrown.  This 
was acceptable for the duration of the festival only, after which time Athenians were 
expected to again engage in law abiding behaviour.  The festival thus functioned as a 
purging device, allowing citizens a specified window of time in which to be 
licentious. 
 
     Such riotous feasting was reworked during 12th Century Europe, made manifest 
through celebrations like the Feast of Fools, which became crucial to the development 
of comedy in Western theatre practice.  During this period, certain religious feasts 
such as that of the Circumcision were given over to the minor clergy.  Through time, 
they became transformed or attached to satirical ventures occurring during Carnival, 
such as the Feast of Fools.  As with the City Dionysia, this event also provided a 
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window of time in which the status quo could be inverted: bishops could be ridiculed, 
as could  the routines of the Church itself: the subdeacons sang out of tune, wore 
strange costumes and masks, and used puddings, sausages and old shoes as censers. 
The feast was presided over by a ‘Bishop Fool’ who assumed ecclesiastical authority 
for the duration of the event.  Key scholar Mikhail Bakhtin suggests that such 
celebrations and in particular the  ‘…Carnival celebrated temporary liberation from 
the prevailing truth and from the established order; [they] marked the suspension of 
all hierarchical rank, privileges, norms and prohibitions’.7 This event lasted until 
16thCentury when its highly dissident nature was finally suppressed.  Ironically, 
though, the dissent had only existed because it was permitted by the Church.  
 
     Carnival has of course specific religious meaning: the word is derived from the 
Latin ‘carnelevare’, ‘carne’  meaning flesh and ‘levere’ meaning to remove, and 
through the allowance of the Church, it provided members of Catholic communities to 
engage in a final fling of indulgences, before succumbing to the abstemious nature of 
Lent. 
 
     Carnival has often crystallised festival as subversion.  In the Carnival tradition of 
the West Indies, for example, the rebellious nature of the ritual regularly spun 
perilously close to revolution.   From the 1800s Carnival was celebrated most 
flamboyantly by that portion of the population who were slaves, and subsequently 
their descendants.  From this group emerged new forms of aesthetic expression, as 
they forged elements from the enforced culture of Catholicism with African traditions.  
Carnival thus became that window of time that allowed the African-West Indians to 
express themselves in their own terms.  It came to embody liberation through  
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subversive songs, lampooning of oppressors, street parades, stick dances, masks and 
drumming (the latter being enormously threatening to the white population to whom it 
symbolised uncivilised Africa and the devil).  On many an occasion, the Carnival 
came close to being banned, but with a rare display of insight, the Colonial Office in 
London realised that it afforded its African population a rare sense of occasion and 
hope.  To stop it altogether may have had dire consequences. Through this sentiment, 
the Colonials echoed practices of past powerbrokers: the Athenian State, the Catholic 
Church and the upper classes of early modern Europe.  As John Docker suggests, they 
‘were aware that the society that privileged them, with all its inequalities of wealth, 
status, and power, could not survive without a periodic means for subordinates to 
purge their resentments and to compensate for their frustrations’.8 
 
     Contemporary renderings such as the Mardi Gras in New Orleans and South 
America, and for Australia specifically the Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras still 
retain much of the potency of their ancestral celebrations.  Although the Sydney  
Mardi Gras may be viewed by many as a mainstream tourist attraction, it still 
functions as a powerful and politically vocal site in which the perceived ‘Other’ takes 
over, albeit for one night. 
 
It is timely to contrast such artistic renderings against those from periods in which the 
subversive potential of the festival was totally disregarded, if not banished altogether, 
and what a spectacularly empty aesthetic such practice could create.  We have only to 
address those courtly festivals of during 16th and 17th century Europe, for example.  
Here we witness the festival as propagandist tool, symbolizing the concentration of 
power in the hands of monarchs who saw themselves as ruling through divine right.  
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Forms such as the intermezzi in Italy, the masque in England and the ballets d’entrées  
in France  were lavish theatrical loaded allegories to flatter the system of absolute 
power.  These events were born within the courts, but over time spilled into the public 
arena so that subjects could witness the glory of their rulers as well.  Here, festival 
became empty spectacle, employed for a variety of monarch-related activities: the 
welcoming of visiting dignitaries, a monarch’s birthday, and the birth of a prince, a 
royal wedding.  Ecclesiastical models were usurped for the glorification of the 
monarchy, rather than of God.  One glittering example is that of the marriage of 
Grand Duke Ferdinand I, in 1589, in which an entire month was devoted to 
masquerades, animal hunts, a naumachia on the Arno River, comedies with 
intermezzi, and so forth. 
 
Roy Strong in his insightful text  Splendour at Court: Renaissance Spectacle and 
Illusion suggests: ‘by means of myth and allegory, festival found a means to exalt the 
glory of the wearer of the Crown …We can see them in retrospect for what they were: 
extravagant assertions of a mirage of power’.9  Here, there was no public room for 
subversion. 
 
     It has been commonly argued that the theatrical event shares with the festival these 
conflicting commitments to subversion and celebration. But if the contemporary 
festival shares this aspect of the lineage of the theatrical event, what other 
characteristics are common? How might we begin to understand the contemporary 
festival as a theatrical event in its own right? To do this it is necessary to frame the 
further discussion of festivals by examining the following schema.  
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A Schema for Theatrical Eventness 
The following schema represents how the Theatrical Event is constructed. This was 
developed  by Hans van Maanen and presented to the Theatrical Event Working 
Group in Amsterdam in 1999. The core symbolizes the  performance-audience 
communication (the production of meaning). This core is interrelated with the first 
circle around the core, in which the space and place of the performance-audience 
communication is situated. But the Theatrical Event cannot exist without a context. 
Therefore the other three circles contain the different contexts in which performance-
audience communication can be placed. The contexts describe the immediate as well 
as the remote circumstances under which the event is taking place: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• The first circle of context contains the background of the audience, their 
perception and schemes and strategies for understanding the performance 
Third Circle of Context 
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Second Circle of Context 
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of 
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PERF - AUD 
Communication 
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• In the second we find again the backgrounds of the audience but not 
related to theatre worlds or other aesthetic worlds (conventions of theatre) 
• The third circle or context includes the ‘real’ world in which we find the 
political, economic, judicial and ideological worlds . 
There are a variety of different aspects that can affect an individual’s reception of the 
theatrical event, from personal experience and background to knowledge of the 
theatre or the particular event in question. 
     Aston and Savona  state, ‘theatre is attended by the “non-innocent” spectator, 
whose world view, cultural understanding or placement, class and gender conditions 
shape his/her response,’ and for every audience member, this ‘horizon or expectation  
is different’.10 These ideas were developed further by Martin and Sauter.11 
      Willmar Sauter12 outlines seven profiles that combine to make up the socio-cultural 
background of the spectator: gender, age, education, social status, activity, theatre 
preferences and theatre habits, stating that it can be assumed that the socio-cultural 
background of the spectator affects the perception of the performance. 
 
     As we can see then, the Theatrical Event encompasses a broad spectrum of  
performative possibilities – in fact all genres of performative arts are summarized by 
the term theatre – opera and other musical theatre, dance in all forms from classical to 
contemporary, puppet theatre, mime and pantomime. And most importantly it is the 
two-way communication between the performer and the audience which makes it a 
Theatrical Event. 
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Model of Festival as Theatrical Event 
As noted earlier one of the dominant features of the Theatrical Event is its 
collaborative nature. This is exemplified in the case of the festival which has a history 
of what might be referred to as collective or corporate authorship. In order to be 
successful the festival must deal with the many-facetted layers of production from 
initial meetings between festival organizers and organizations to discuss and develop 
notions of how the festival theme might be realized, to working through the area of 
financial support, and finally leading to support in marketing; and in the best cases, 
this model approaches a model of community cultural development with broadly-
based arts and community consultation processes. Such processes are visible in the 
series of Brisbane festivals highlighted in this chapter and in the preparations for the 
2002 Adelaide Festival, directed by renowned theatre director Peter Sellars. This is a 
model in which the community envisions itself with the assistance of expert and 
challenging facilitators and is assisted through a process of democratic leadership to 
give artistic expression to this vision. In Sellars’ view:  
A festival should gather people’s energy and focus it. It’s about identifying 
things that need to happen and making them happen…in Australia there is just 
so much that is ready…we have larger goals that are very ambitious and that 
can create a cultural and political infrastructure for the next decade…and 
really create an approach to cultural activism that has the dimensions it had for 
the Greek or the Aboriginal cultures where all matters of life are 
interconnected.13 
 
On the basis of this concept, the Sellars’ approach to authorship of the 2002 Adelaide 
 Festival involves a two to three year process of collaboration amongst groups 
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of artists and between artists and community groups to develop ideas for work which 
can be prepared for showcasing at the Adelaide Festival; alongside the long process of 
booking big name acts, which is a commonplace in major festivals the world over. 
Such practices aim to recapture a central position for the festival in communal affairs; 
and it can be argued that it requires a theatrical event of the scope, visibility and 
duration of the festival to so reclaim the function of theatre in the contemporary 
world.  
 
     It is worth exploring certain elements which imbue the festival construct with a 
sense of uniqueness: the space, the communication between audience and performers, 
and duration. 
 
 Within the core we observe the importance of the site or place where the festival 
takes place. As discussed previously, theatre is a spatial art – there are a number of 
dimensions to this spatiality including the performance location, the particular spatial 
characteristics of that location, the relationship between the actor space and the 
audience space, and the use of space by the actors. 
 
     In the case of the festival considered as a theatrical event, we can see very clearly 
that each of these dimensions is an aspect of the festival which contributes to its 
nature. It could be claimed that the organisation of the spatiality of the festival is of 
central importance to its performative outcomes, as the festival authors manipulate the 
interplay of publics with communal sites and often seek to engender a heightened 
awareness of  the spatiality of both the built environment ( hardtop theatres, bars, 
department store windows, public transport vehicles etc) and a range of ‘open’ spaces 
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(such as sporting arenas, waterways, parks, plazas etc) as a conscious means of 
achieving audience play. 
 
     Commonly, a festival is concerned with transformations of space-making mundane 
space other- whether on the scale of simply claiming territory for artistic or quasi-
ritualistic experience; or on the scale of reclamation of industrial wasteland or derelict 
city land. In either case, the Festival interacts with the historicity of the site (as may 
happen with a play in a standard hardtop theatre); and leaves a residue of the audience 
experience – places are thus ritualized by virtue of the transformative experiences 
given a home there during the Festival. 
 
     Often deemed to be crucial to the success of a festival is its capacity to take over a 
community, to saturate its public spaces. This saturation of public space by the 
festival is achieved in part through transformations of the relationship between actor 
space and audience space – the street parade through the main street provides a potent 
example of  the inversions which are at play in achieving this goal. 
 
     At the core of the festival as theatrical event is the exchange or communication 
between performers and audience. Festivals are earmarked by the separation or space 
- which they determine between the event and the everyday life of the audience – and 
the way it takes them though the ‘liminal’ phase. This allows the audience to be 
emersed and consequently transformed, the degree to which this occurs depending on 
their perceptions and strategies for becoming involved in the festival. Festivals are 
organized with a full understanding of the way the backgrounds of the audiences are 
conditioned by their knowledge of theatre worlds and other aesthetic worlds. In other 
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words, the organizers of these Theatrical Events aim to have a broad knowledge of 
who the targeted audience is, and if they don’t they conduct audience surveys to attain 
this knowledge (as exemplified in the Woodford Festival held in Queensland every 
year). Large sums of money are at stake with the organization of contemporary 
festivals and the supporters want a return for their investments. The success of the 
Festival is determined by this research. 
 
     Another key aspect contributing to the Festival as Theatrical Event model concerns 
duration and how this in turn contributes to its ritualistic nature. The recognition that 
the theatrical event exists over time is one of the key features which distinguishes a 
work of theatre art from a work of visual art, at least as far as the traditional forms of 
painting, sculpture and even photography are concerned. There are of course many 
time-based art forms which have emerged over the past century from practices 
previously located more purely within the visual domain; however it remains true to 
say that the duration through time of the theatrical event is one of its enduring 
hallmarks. 
 
     If we consider then how the festival can be measured against this criterion we see 
immediately that the festival’s duration, and its dynamics through a period of time are 
not only essential characteristics, but also elements which must be managed by the 
creators if the festival is to be effective. A festival should be cut off from everyday 
life in terms of the length of time it runs as well as the place.  Beckerman has laid 
emphasis on this ‘Theatre occurs when one or more human beings present themselves 
to others isolated in time and or space’.14 Where this happens the audience begins to 
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experience a break from their normal routine, which has been validated in surveys 
such as the Woodford Festival and the Adelaide Festival.  
 
     The structuring of sub-events and their placement within the duration of the 
festival in order to achieve a particular ebb and flow of experience on the part of the 
‘audience’ are clearly part of the meaning making which festival directors undertake 
in creating their work of art. The way that this structuring allows for the audience to 
enter the experience at certain points in time over a period of days, and at other times 
to be removed from the experience is another way of looking at the significance of the 
festival’s existence through time. This being inside and being at a remove (in the 
everyday world) is of course almost a commonplace in many contemporary theatrical 
events which would be readily recognisable as such – for instance events such as 
Lepage’s Seven Streams of the River Ota, Mnouchkine’s Les Atrides or Brook’s 
Mahabharata. All of us share with the festival the idea that contemporary theatrical 
experience may well allow the audience to ‘retire’ at times from the arena of most 
intense engagement with the theatrical experience to an umbral zone which is not 
fully removed in space and is encompassed within the duration of the event;  but 
which allows, for instance, the intake of food, physical exercise, lavatory visits, daily 
conversation and a critique of the ongoing event. 
 
      Brad Haseman  commenting on the notion of ritual and the suspension of time at 
the Adelaide Festival  has said ‘For me it’s a suspension of the ordinary. One of the 
reasons why I have gone back three times – and why I seek to go for a number of days 
– instead of just an overnight flying visit, is that it is absolutely ‘life bracketed out’ – 
both personally and professionally…I can honestly say that nothing rejuvinates and 
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re-energizes me, no conference, no single event, no holiday renews me the way the 
Adelaide Festival does’…’It is a long festival and nobody is really there for the three 
weeks except  people form Adelaide. There is a sense of coming and going and ebb 
and flow to it, and people see different works and the works are constantly 
changing’.15  These responses compare well with those from some of the people 
attending the Woodford Festival, who have suggested that the common and everyday 
give way to another more intense and symbolic and expressive level of reality and 
therefore they go back to that festival every year to live it to the full.  
 
     Judy Small expressed her feelings about the Woodford/Maleny Folk Festival as 
follows: 
‘Yes this is utopia. All are accepted, no one is rejected. It is tolerant. I mean you 
maybe did not agree with what  somebody was doing, but it was accepted. This is 
what the world could be like…this is the magic of it. Maleny introduced us to ways 
of celebrating that were not ones we were used to. For me, the joy of Maleny was 
the sense of being connected to the earth in ways that no other festival in Australia 
does. The ritual is important at Maleny; it affects you where your feelings are. So 
many other festivals go in for spectacle and are very much to do with the intellect. 
Australians refuse to accept that celebration is a spiritual thing; they do not 
acknowledge it or understand it. At Maleny you do not have to understand it, it gets 
you on a visceral level. You can just be part of it’.16 
 
     In these ways, it is arguable that the festival can be seen to simply extend the limits 
of the theatrical event rather than to necessitate understanding as a distinct genre or 
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different order of performance. At the very least, this can provide one productive 
reading of the phenomenon of festival in the contemporary world. 
 
  Festivals in Practice 
This reading of festival as a theatrical event can be crystallized by linking certain key 
characteristics of this analytical framework to actual festival practice.  Issues of 
corporate authorship, notions of play, and transformation will be articulated through 
the examples of two festivals: primarily the Stage X Festival, and secondly the OUT 
OF THE BOX Festival, both produced by the Public Programming Unit of the 
Queensland Performing Arts Trust (QPAT). 
 
     In these festivals, most particularly Stage X, the three elements are given 
substantial buoyancy by the impact of youth cultural philosophy, in connection with 
the exacting production style of the Public Programming Unit. 
 
          However, it can be contended  that while these three key areas of corporate 
authorship, play and transformation are made manifest in a particularly interesting 
way in these festivals, they are fundamental to and inherent in all festivals: when 
viewed in this light the festival site can crystallize deeply binding connections 
between performer and audience, providing the potential on one hand for the 
articulation of a cultural self-image17 and on the other the opportunity for individual 
and collective transformation. 
 
     The Stage X Festival is a bi-annual event for young people between the ages of 12 
– 25 years, which last occurred in July 1999.  Its aim is to be ‘a high profile, arts 
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driven celebratory event that recognized the arts and cultural lives of young people.18 
It culminates in a mainstage concert and avant garde performances entitled 5 to 
Midnight, presented on the forecourt adjacent to the Queensland Performing Arts 
Centre.  The OUT OF THE BOX Festival is aimed at young children 3 – 8 years and 
is programmed for late October; it strives to provide a space for young children to be 
art makers themselves, and to connect with aesthetic experiences not easily available 
to them, through a range of innovative and disparate events, including workshops and 
productions, also occurring in and around the Queensland Performing Arts Centre 
site, which houses QPAT management. 
 
     Both events are thus targeted at a particular audience, and what provides powerful 
resonances is the way in which those target audiences become, on so many levels, the 
authors themselves, thus intensifying the two-way communication between the 
performer and the audience. 
 
     As with all models of festival management, even that of the Artistic Director as 
God, the authoring of the entire event exists via a team of players who work 
cumulatively to cement the vision of the festival, ensuring that its program, 
philosophy, style and public image are coherent with and appropriate for target 
audiences.  For the production team of both QPAT festivals, which is in essence the 
same team, the model of authorship is inherently democratic, relying on a consultative 
consolidation of vision.  Team members provide constant input, and concepts are 
negotiated, wrestled, even occasionally argued out, but by all key members, general 
managers, project officers marketing staff, and so on.  However, the level at which 
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corporate authorship becomes particularly potent is in the realm of audience 
involvement – for both festivals the audience is firstly the author. 
 
     As has already been noted, because festivals are usually mounted at considerable 
cost, it is not uncommon for marketing teams to engage in research in order to ensure, 
as much as that is possible, that the events are appropriately pitched at just the right 
levels of comfort and controversy.  And such practice has also been adopted for Stage 
X and OUT OF THE BOX.  But here long term research and consultation is 
undertaken, debate regarding theoretical and pragmatic issues pertaining to current 
youth arts practice and theory is tackled, analysed and ultimately becomes the 
underpinning of both events.   Young people in both age groups are involved in many 
areas of festival production: programming, design, venue suitability, ticketing 
strategies, and so on, to ensure that the connection with target audiences is real, not 
just loosely based on questionnaires and anecdotes. 
 
Additionally, the core team members who then shape the festivals, have particular 
professional knowledge about their audiences, and in many ways, are themselves the 
audiences.  For instance, for Stage X, a core of young arts workers with a strong 
connection to what happens on the street, and a commitment to the social justice 
issues fundamental to youth arts, were employed to carry out the vision. The team was 
committed to ‘empowering, engaging and presenting a youth voice’.19 These aims are 
comparable for OUT OF THE BOX, with specialists in early childhood being integral 
to the programming and the shaping of the event, and via intense in-schools 
workshops and creative development projects.   Such programs include the Mass Self 
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Portrait Exhibition which will allow children to represent themselves as they see 
themselves, but through uncommon media. 
 
     However, the aim of a festival, surely is not merely to echo the tastes and morays 
of its projected audiences, but also to shake them, ‘wow’ them, play with them.  It is 
its task to refocus those elements deemed worthy of artistic exploration as shaped by 
the views and practices of potential audiences, in such a manner that the aim of the 
ultimate event becomes to provide a fresh artistic spin on that audience’s perspective.   
 
     Thus, the framework of festivals can involve audiences in authorship in a way that 
is particularly vigorous and meaningful, for, on many levels, the audience forges the 
vision, rather than adopting the role of passive recipient.  It then encourages audiences 
to experience that vision in new and unexpected ways. This possibility is inherent in 
all festival production. 
 
     The notion of play provides an effective vehicle through which to explore 
performer/audience relations within festivals; especially in light of authorship, the 
potential for both to become the participants is evinced.  Gadamer posits ‘It is not as if 
we are somehow detached or disinterested spectators simply looking upon ‘objects’ 
and seeking to purify our ‘aesthetic consciousness’ by ‘aesthetic differentiation.’  
Rather there is a to-and-fro movement, a type of participation characteristic of our 
involvement with works of art’.20  In this instance the resonances within the two 
festivals under consideration here, are absorbing.  The issue of play as it exists for 
young people, has strong resonances within new technologies.  For OUT OF THE 
BOX, the capability of young children to connect with and read media and  
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technology  is supported by a number of workshop experiences which aim to provide 
children with access to new technologies that would be difficult for them to 
experience normally, but events are reworked so as to be age appropriate.  For 
example, there will be a Solar Powered gadget workshop and a mini-mix clubbing 
workshop.  Multimedial productions include Arena theatre Company’s Schnorky the 
Wave Puncher and the QPAT curated event Wide Awake. 
 
Youth Culture embodies a world where a coterie of cultural movements and 
references are morphed, pastiched and mobilised through a relentless array of images 
via television screens, gameboys and CD roms. The ability to ‘play’ with the 
projected images and the concepts behind them, has become a key factor in what it 
means to be young. 
 
Elements of youth culture are awash with such practice and young people are seen to 
be highly skilled in reading mixed and parodic messages, if they are indeed meant to 
be messages at all.  Gadamer’s position regarding the spectator/viewer interpreting in 
a manner contextualized by historicity is ensconced in the programming: ‘there is a 
dynamic interaction or transaction between the work of art and the spectator who 
‘shares’ in it’.21 For Stage X, models of youth and popular culture purposely parody, 
raid, debunk myths of our historicity; the audience being required to read both myth 
and parody. 
 
     The Freakshow of Stage X ‘99, cited as ‘a boulevard of curious curios, banal, 
voyeurisms and illustrious illusions’ 22 involved 26 works by predominantly young 
avant garde artists whose work ranged from sculptural installations, slide installations, 
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performance art, mud wrestling and ventriloquism, to an acrobatic freakshow with a 
stunt violinist.   
 
     This event projected a construct of deliberate performativity, where the aim was to 
highlight and parody the nature of performance itself, the ‘here I am up on the stage 
and don’t I look grand’ tradition of dodgy amateur eisteddfods.  The performers, 
through the parodic nature of their work, and its framing, contextualized the 
audience’s role to both celebrate and subvert the conventions: by laughing at the 
‘dodginess’ of it, the audience substantially celebrated it.  In this way, the 
actor\spectator divide is blurred even further. On many levels, the interaction between 
actor and audience made the event, for example in the Mud Arm Wrestling booth, 
which parodied the premise of the game show, audiences were invited to come up and 
try their luck; at the Access Arts booth participants were blindfolded and subsequently 
involved in a shock horror sensory experience; at the Patio Party, audience members 
became part of the fiction of a seventies patio party, taking on drinks, fondues and 
interacting with the actors. 
 
     The possibility of this kind of play and its ability to subvert those elements held 
‘sacred’ by high art: art as exultation (which in youth culture are often subverted to 
the grungy being celebrated); art as a means of beautification (in youth culture often 
the grotesque is the exalted), have obvious links to Western cultural traditions; The 
Freakshow for example alludes to the spectacle of the European fair, the Medicine 
Man shows of the Nineteenth Century US frontier, and of course, the carnivalesque 
tradition as discussed by Bakhtin who suggests ‘carnival celebrated temporary 
liberation from the prevailing truth and from the established order; it marked the 
 30
suspension of all hierarchical rank, privileges, norms and prohibitions.  Carnival was 
the true feast of time, the feast of becoming, change, and renewal’.23  In other words, 
the society is transformed.  This, however, is a contentious issue.  Terry Eagleton 
disputes Bakhtin’s claims when he suggests: ‘Carnival, after all, is a licensed affair in 
every sense, a permissible rupture of hegemony, a contained popular blow-off as 
disturbing and relatively ineffectual as a revolutionary work of art.  As Shakespeare’s 
Olivia remarks, there is no slander in an allowed fool’.24  
 
      Yet surely we can take issue with Eagleton here: there have indeed been moments 
of cultural boilover such as the West Indian carnival tradition in the 1880s, and, as Le 
Roy Laduire contends ‘the 1580 festival at Romans in eastern France was turned into 
armed conflict and massacre’.25  The Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras can 
arguably provide a contemporary and localised example. 
 
     It is useful to contextualize the transformative possibilities of theatre in Turner’s 
usage of the term. His construct of transformative as it pertains to tribal cultures 
suggests that transformation occurs within the duration and space of the ritual, and 
that ritual, of which transformation via liminality is a vital element, serves to reinforce 
the social morays.  He states: ‘liminality is a temporal interface whose properties 
partially invert those of the already consolidated order which constitutes any specific 
cultural ‘cosmos’.26  Theatre, on the other hand, can claim a transformative impact 
beyond its duration and space. Perhaps this revolutionary potential exists because the 
sacred framework that tribal rituals operate within is connected to the liminal space 
within the ritual.  In secular societies there is not that central narrative to which 
everything is referred, so this reveals the possibility of transformation outside of the 
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construct. Where ritual ultimately consolidates the status quo, theatre, and in 
particular traditions of festival via carnival, have the potential to subvert the social 
fabric, so that in a sense, they are going  beyond  ritual.  
  
     And festival provides a further dimension, as we have already noted, for certain 
audience members, the festival experience allows for the common and everyday to 
give way to a more intense experience. For audiences of the Stage X 5 to Midnight 
event, audience research indicated a sense of transformation outside of the ordinary.  
The way that this was most effectively articulated was through the transformation of 
the space.  Unlike those grand and sweeping productions of  Mnouchkine and Brook 
who take their work outside the confines of formal theatre buildings, the aim of 5 to 
Midnight was to transform a very formal theatre space, quite literally: the forecourt 
adjacent to the QPAC monolith.  This site is normally a bastion of middle of the road, 
middle-aged arts practice, and formidable, if not intimidating for unaccustomed 
audiences.  To create a space here for 6 local high-profile bands and the 
accompanying Freakshow that comprised the 5 to Midnight event, was to indeed 
transform the space.  For the OUT OF THE BOX Festival, it is envisaged that the 
building will be covered in mattress ticking, to soften, both literally and 
metaphorically, those sharp, grey edges.  In this way, it may be hoped that the 
audiences experiential residue will determine that they view the space in a different 
way – the space has for them, been transformed.  The possibility exists for these 
audiences to view the QPAC precinct in a different, more inclusive light. 
 
     Certainly the site itself for festival events in general could be viewed in terms of 
transformation; as we have posited, the sense of place becomes imbued with a sense 
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of specialness, that is part of the festival’s ‘magic’, and surely an aim inherent in all 
festival production.  
 
     When Singer makes claim that ‘a culture articulates its self image through 
cultural…performances and thereby represents and exhibits itself to its own members 
as well as to outsiders’,27 he articulates a very necessary potential of the festival: it 
can function as a crucial act of self-definition, a preoccupation of enormous import for 
young people, but surely for us all. 
 
     In this light the festival can be seen for what it is: a true and contemporary 
expression of a particular culture. As such there is no doubt clear that the interactive 
nature of the Festival and its responses to the world of its audiences give weight to the 
claim that  the Festival is a Theatrical Event characterised by two partners engaging in 
a playful relationship. 
 
     In this chapter we have taken particular consideration of the themes upon which 
this book is based – on Playing Culture; on Cultural Contexts; on Contextual 
Theatricality and on Theatrical Playing. These have been exemplified in the skill and 
style which has lifted this Stage X experience beyond the trivial experiences of 
everyday life; that the event had a socio/political base, both in relation to its content 
and in the way it was presented; that the event adopted a number of different 
theatrical conventions and that it accommodated itself in a socio/political and 
economic relationship with the QPAT organisation; that all levels of theatrical playing 
– sensory, artistic and symbolic were adopted to communicate the event to a 
spectator. 
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